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STUDYING IDENTITY AND CONTROL IN ONLINE WORLDS: 
ETHNOMETHODOLOGY AND CATEGORIZATION 
ANALYSIS AND ITS APPLICABILITY TO VIRTUAL SPACE 
OSKAR T MILIK 
ABSTRACT 
The worlds encountered by players of online games are sociologically important, 
but attempts to observe and analyze action online have been stymied by methodological 
limitations. This paper analyzes research done on the online world for the subjects of 
identity, organization, and social control. It suggests a set of methodological tools for use 
with online research based on ethnography, ethnomethodology and categorization 
analysis that relies entirely on the online character for data. 
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Introduction 
The studies of the sociologist are very much the studies of change. The social 
world, ever evolving and ever negotiated, requires tools and methods to understand it, 
and it is the role of the sociologist to develop these tools during the course of their work. 
One such significant change is the development of large, complex, and entirely 
interactive social worlds that exist in large scale virtual games. These worlds have grown 
to such a point that they cannot be ignored as social reality for a great many people. 
Membership in Massively Multiplayer Online (MMO) game worlds lies in the tens of 
millions, with thousands of individual users concurrently occupying virtual space and 
interacting in sociological interesting ways. The goal of this paper is to analyze the tools 
that have been used to date for understanding the virtual world, in particular the 
individual online, organizations, and the mechanisms of social control. After this analysis 
a methodology will be prescribed that would be most valuable for any researchers 
studying this particular social realm. 
Sociological studies to date have very often analyzed the actions of individuals 
online through connections to the person that exists in the standard (sometimes refen-ed 
to as the real) world. By linking these different spheres, there is a tendency in prior 
research to approach the online acts of individuals through data linking their actions to 
other parts of their reality, often trying to find standard world explanations for virtual-
world phenomena. One key area that performs this form of research is psychiatric 
research, where meta analyses find themselves limited by the disconnect they find 
between the character online and the player in the standard world (Ferguson, Coulson, & 
2 
Barnett, 2011). The social reality of the MMO player does not, however, translate 
directly and simply between the two realms, and as seen with most ethnographic studies, 
a focus on one social space is the only way to get a true sense on the nature of 
interactions in social context. What methods of research are fitting, then, to observe such 
data? 
The shift away from studies focused on the standard world individual towards 
studies of virtual world characters is a gradual one, in large pat1 because of the 
methodological considerations of such work. The limitations of the virtual world, which 
will be outlined in the next section, are not as great as the logistical impossibilities of 
getting accurate standard-world reference for all social actions taken in the virtual world. 
Any systems trying to mesh the two social worlds can be stymied by the very nature of 
the online medium. A single standard world individual can play multiple characters, and 
it is also possible that a single character can actually be controlled by multiple 
individuals. In trying to tie two worlds together, researchers would find a conceptual 
mess: too many virtual social actions could be assigned to different frames of reference in 
the standard world. On the other hand, if they are observed from the virtual world 
exclusively, any such discrepancies fall away, because the social actions are perceived 
entirely in-context. The character-as-actor has his own identity, status, and reputation in 
the virtual world, none of which directly follow him into the standard world setting. 
Certain studies have been undertaken exclusively in the online world, most 
notably Tom Boellstorffs (2008) anthropological ethnography of Second Life, a virtual 
world that encourages interaction without the goal-oriented actions that would occur in 
3 
most MMO games. With the intent of studying culture and setting an ethnographic 
precedent, Boellstorff succeeds in accomplishing his goals through his study, but is not 
able to effectively delve into other sociologically-relevant fields. There isn't a way for 
him to observe organizational systems, for instance, or methods of social control as they 
occur online. 
In order to sociologically analyze the social world of the online character, it is 
necessary for a different toolset to be used in this realm. It is the purpose of this paper to 
show how ethnomethodology can become this method for analyzing data generated 
exclusively in the online world, and the way in which it will be able to apply specifically 
to questions regarding organizational structures and social control mechanisms in the 
social world. By merging ethnographic and ethnomethodological tools, it will be possible 
to generate far more reliable data on the lives of individuals online and to analyze social 
action in the online world. 
For clarity in approaching the intersecting words of the standard and the virtual, 
the human being behind the screen and existing in the standard world will be referred to 
in this paper as the "player." Similarly, the online entity that exists in the virtual world 
will be the "character." In cases where both worlds are affected, the terms "social actor" 
or "individual" will be used. 
The Individual Actor 
To have a reliable sociological study, we need to account for the individual being 
an agent of social action. The ability for an individual to perform meaningful social 
action is a defining feature of our social lives, and what social scientists study. 
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Specifically for the purposes of studying the actor online, the symbolic interactionist 
interpretation of the actor as reflexive and pragmatic is most practical. The online world 
allows for much more agency in determining one ' s identity, as well as almost all 
circumstances of social interaction. This can be seen in a finding that players of these 
games could be pretending to be "several different people at the same time" (Rheingold, 
1993, p. 151). This freedom to play with identity means that the nature of the social 
individual is a critical concept to establish for understanding the virtual world. What is 
most relevant is that the online social actor is reflexive, pragmatic, and most importantly, 
is a self-identifying dramaturgical figure. 
The symbolic interactionist framework, developed out of the pragmatist school 
and effectively fathered by George Herbert Mead, was focused heavily on the nature of 
the individual and the way in which that individual identified himself and others in 
interactional contexts. The individual in this perspective requires certain qualities which 
are ingrained over time inside these social actors as well as in their performed social 
actions. Due to its pragmatist roots, for instance, there was a focus on observing practices 
as a means for discerning theory (Mead, 1934). By placing the focus of study on the 
actions of individuals, the pragmatists created much of a methodological background that 
enabled many of the studies that serve as the basis of this paper. Mead additionally was 
clear in denoting what sort of actions were significant, and explained that it was actions 
which had an intent of creating some form of response within an individual, whether it be 
in the way which they project themselves or in the way in which they project their 
feelings of others onto them. Significant social actions, then, were able to direct later 
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conduct and determine interactions between two individuals (Mead, p. 73). The 
importance of meaning for the symbols and actions we take was a defining feature of 
Mead' s pragmatism, and also forms the basis of any study through symbolic 
interactionism. By connecting the individual with the actions he performs and the 
meanings of those very same actions, this framework establishes the means through 
which the individual can be studied, and the means in which he can be a social actor. By 
viewing the social actor as pragmatic, the actions of an individual take on meaning. 
As seen above, action is only social when there is a meaning and a purpose behind 
it. One key aspect of an action that makes it social is that it is based on individuals' 
reflexivity. The social actor understands that others who perceive his social action will in 
tum respond to it, and this understanding is what causes meaningful symbolic actions to 
be possible (Blumer, 1966). At the same time, these actions are able to be more 
pragmatic, because as meaning is created through action, the action is something that is 
able to achieve a goal on behalf of the actor. The social actor has to actively process the 
impact of his own presented social actions on others, and account for them in his 
planning. The social actor takes an active role in "making indications to others of what to 
do and in interpreting the indications made by others" (Blumer, 1969, p. 20). To Blumer, 
social action only exists in relation to others, and with the understanding that the actor 
takes these others in mind when performing an action. This understanding of reflexivity 
in the actor also allows him to plan out his actions in such a way as to accomplish goals 
in his life, and even more critically, to co-create social structures and patterns through 
consistent and repeated social action. 
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In order to study the individual in the social world, understanding how that social 
world is brought into being and perceived is another theoretical point that needs to be 
reviewed. In the symbolic interactionist framework, the social experiences are actively 
created through interactions with others on a consistent basis, and these actors are capable 
of performing pragmatic and reflexive thought during these interactions. The 
development of society and cooperation relies on consistent communication, acceptance 
of social roles, and the ability to cooperatively define symbols and goals (Charon, 2004, 
p. 162). As individuals have to work together and acknowledge the meaning that others 
impress upon objects, a reflexive understanding of how others act is the only way that a 
successful social milieu could be created that could allow social operation. By taking on 
the symbolic meanings of the social actors around them, individuals take on different 
realities and adopt different social understandings. Blumer pointedly stated this when he 
talked about social impacts on the individual, and pointed out that in the symbolic 
interactionist framework, "social control becomes fundamentally and necessarily a matter 
of self-control" (1966, p. 544). By taking on the symbols and accepting the views of 
others, the symbolic social actor takes on many features of the society in which he is 
operating. It is the individual's own internalized meanings and his reflexive nature that 
causes him to become a social actor and to be able to observe and react to other actors. 
This take on the power of society and on the individual himself is particularly relevant 
when observing people interacting in the virtual world. Because of the nature of 
constantly creating the social identity of a character online, and actively playing and 
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portraying that character, the symbolic interactionist framework applies most readily to a 
study of online structures and interactions. 
While symbolic interactionism answers many of the theoretical questions that are 
encountered during the sociological study of the individual online, the relative freedom of 
the online world requires a slightly modified theory to measure social action in that 
realm. The online individual has a very active role in determining what social role he is 
going to play and also far more freedom in choosing his interactions. This can be seen in 
the cases of "AFK macro-ers" in the MMO game Star Wars Galaxies, where certain 
players would only undertake interaction with others for an economic exchange, but 
ignore all other forms of interaction (Ducheneaut, Moore, & Nickell, 2007, p. 158). In the 
online world, then, the social actor can be said to be a character, rather than a standard 
world player actor. This view of the individual fits neatly with Erving Goffman' s 
dramaturgical view of social action. This theory established that individuals are social 
actors that are pragmatic and capable of actively trying to change others ' perceptions 
about themselves. For the online world then, much more action takes place through 
agency by the individuals, and a dramaturgical approach to observing social action is 
most practical for the purposes of this research. 
For Goffman, the separation of the online individual and his standard world 
counterpart would have been arguably absolute. In the standard world, he established that 
a person' s social performance differed between the front stage (public) and backstage 
(private) situations. The appearance and manner of a person will change based on what 
he or she is trying to set up as their role in an interaction (Goffman, 1959, p. 24). The 
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online world, then, could be seen as instead being entirely "front stage," which would 
indicate that it is entirely actively created and perceived by the individual. In Goffman's 
dramaturgical perspective, the individual's ability to choose an online social role to play 
could allow him to interact in social situations successfully under any role or guise. What 
does affect the individual' s ability to "play" a role is others ' acceptance of it. As argued 
in a later section, it is the ability of others to deny the social individual his social role that 
makes him susceptible to social control online, and it is a fear of this stigmatization that 
causes individuals to internalize social rules, even in such an anonymous and open place 
as the virtual world. 
It is important to establish that socially significant interaction can and does occur 
in multiple different forms online. Despite their anonymous nature, MMO virtual worlds 
also allow for long-tenn interactions between individuals and groups. Goffman himself 
accounted for this concept when he discussed acquaintanceship. When two people can 
identify each other, and communicate to each other that this exchange of information has 
taken place, then a bond has formed. In the standard world, anonymous relationships can 
retain this level of acquaintanceship if, for instance, two regulars at a bar recognize each 
other but refer to themselves by nicknan1es (Goffman, 1963a). Because steady social 
relationships and interactions can occur in anonymous interactions, particularly those that 
occur online, the theoretical framework established by Goffman applies directly to the 
online world. 
The individual, for Goffman, needs to establish his front in order to have any level 
of legitimate interaction with others. This front is essentially the performance a person 
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takes in regard to others, who he shows himself to be. Manipulation of this front, in 
Goffman's theory, tends to be frowned upon by other social actors. He mentions that 
When we think of those who present a false front or 'only a front' ... We also 
think of the precarious position in which these performers place themselves, for at 
any moment in their performance an event may occur to catch them out and 
baldly contradict what they have openly avowed, bringing them immediate 
humiliation and sometimes permanent loss of reputation (Goffman, 1959, p. 59). 
The risk taken by someone adopting features of a false front is great, but in both the 
standard world and the virtual world, such events occur often, for multiple reasons. 
Individuals can avoid social situations or hide aspects of themselves when interacting 
with others in order to present a certain front (Goffman, 1963b; Zhao, Grasmuck, & 
Martin, 2008). Clearly the risks of loss of reputation is not a threat great enough by itself 
to overcome the short-term gains in social perception. In another example, a study of 
online dating sites found that the individual may be able to purposefully craft an 
emotional identity to present to potential dates (Attrill & Jalil, 2011, p. 1639). By 
changing the rules of interaction through using online methods of communication, the 
individual in virtual worlds can adopt different and more goal-oriented social identities if 
he so chooses. As a pragmatic individual, then, the online actor can be viewed through 
the lens of dramaturgy as someone who is willing and able to use the ability to fonn parts 
of his identity in order to present himself in a specific, usually more positive, way. 
While Goffman's analysis of the individual is useful for analyzing the roles and 
social actions that individuals may take in order to present themselves in common 
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interaction, there remains a need to bring a greater focus to the role of symbolic language 
as a means of delivering meaning between individuals. The study of language and 
indexical meaning was part of an ethnomethodological method developed by Harold 
Garfinkel. He approached interaction by studying how meanings within context can 
change the perception of what a statement means in conversation, without any change in 
the conversation itself (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 49). What Garfinkel found is that by attaching 
parts of their social reality to the words they use in interaction, individuals were 
expressing far greater meaning through the use of language than merely the definitions of 
words put together. Part of his method for dealing with social phenomena was to focus 
specifically on the actions needed in order to achieve the ordered and patterned social 
lives which persist through what could otherwise become a chaotic and confused set of 
interactions with no meaning (Garfinkel, p. 24). Interactions remain ordered, and 
meanings are successfully passed between two individuals in most circumstances, even 
though there is no literal explanation of every aspect of the interaction. The ability for 
individuals to gain insight into the expressed meanings of others and to successfully read 
beyond the words themselves is an important part of the ability of information about the 
self and social order to be formed. By studying the way in which meaning is exchanged 
through symbolic language, Garfinkel opens up the path to get at how identity formation 
strategies and social control mechanisms can work in the online world, where textual 
communication is central to both aspects of social life. 
Current and Recent Studies of the Online World 
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Studies of players in vi1iual worlds have been following players since the days of 
the first MUDs, or multi-user dungeons. Where individuals found themselves sharing an 
online space with others, they very quickly started forming social networks and 
performing social action. The first significant sociological research was done on the game 
world of Ultima Online in the late 1990' s, which featured the first truly large scale events 
and problems, such as player protests and real-money trading (Taylor, 2006). It makes 
sense that the early studies focused on large problems that arose in the online world, as 
they would gamer the most interest and they were specific points of space and time that 
could be studied through different sociological methods. This early research was limited 
in its scope, however, because of its bias towards social problems, much as the study of 
deviance did not focus on normal social interaction. As early as 1992, however, some 
studies began using ethnographies to create informed studies of how standard interactions 
occur in the online world, and tried to analyze how these systems work (Boellstorff, 
2008, p. 53). Etlmographies offered a way to study the social realities experienced by 
individuals online without using "abnormal" behavior as a focus of observation. Since 
then, ethnographies and other studies have been used in order to observe different social 
phenomena that occur in the online world. 
The virtual world and its inhabitants are both areas of study for sociologists and 
anthropologists. Since the first studies of online interaction in virtual games, sociological 
and anthropological studies have focused on a multitude of different games, as well as 
different social aspects of the online world, such as leadership, identity, and economy 
(Chatfield, 2010). Many of these studies observe key demographic information, a critical 
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first step in understanding any social world. The fmdings of Nick Y ee' s study of World 
ofWarcraft, for instance, was used extensively in most studies of virtual worlds due to its 
observations of what MMO gamer demographics really looked like and how they 
experienced the game (2006). The observations that many individuals were playing the 
game with a significant other, and that far higher populations of females were playing 
than initially assumed, were important in establishing an expectation for future studies. 
Yee focused his study on the standard world individual that played the character, a focus 
that is replicated by most studies of the online world. 
Studies on other aspects of the individual online did occur as well. Issues of race 
and identity were observed. Certain traits online came to be seen as race related, even 
though the online world doesn't actually have a reference for standard world racial 
identity. Real money traders (individuals who sold virtual goods in exchange for standard 
world money) in World of Warcraft, for instance, became known as Chinese farmers, 
regardless of their identity, and racial humor based on that was common (Nakamura, 
2009). As seen previously, the online player has a lot of freedom in establishing his 
identity as a character in the virtual world, but at the same time, the individual online is 
much more easily defined by others through his actions. In a study on players ofthe game 
Lineage in Taiwan, people who performed griefing actions (purposefully trying to 
distress others in the game, such as "camping" other players and killing their characters 
repeatedly so they cannot accomplish anything in-game) were assigned identifying 
features by other players related to their assumed age (Lin & Chuen-Tsai, 2005). Online, 
then, the attribution of features onto an individual is far more action-based. The meanings 
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of an action in the social context online is determinant of how others react to it, and in 
many ways as described by Blumer ( 1969), the reactions are what end up attributing 
identity features to the actor. Clearly the online social world attributes identity features to 
individuals, and the social actor needs to defend these features, in a manner that is 
different from the standard world. 
It is not just individuals online that have been studied. There have been several 
studies analyzing the way in which organizations form and function in the virtual world. 
The creation, structure and growth of organizations online (usually named guilds, after 
the medieval trading groups) are at times seemingly random. Guilds are frail social 
systems, and the study of why they succeed or fail has been the focus of study. One 
research group observed how the growth and decline of guilds can be tracked through 
quantitative methods, and it measured how population diffe1;ences affect guild size and 
structures (Chen, Sun, & Hsieh, 2008). This is an important finding, because it shows that 
the social context which individuals face in the online world determines the social 
organizations which they create and in which they are willing to participate. 
Another study, done entirely through quantitative online character data, found that 
when growth of the guild is a priority, acceptance and encouragement of subgroups is 
optimal (Ducheneaut, Yee, Nickell, & Moore, 2007, p. 847). This study serves to show 
that data from the online world do not need to correlate to the individual behind the 
screen. It additionally shows how social structures in the online world can be perceptibly 
different from those in the standard world, where usually social sub-divisions and cliques 
are seen as a detriment to the success of organizations. 
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What is additionally interesting about these studies is that they reinforced the 
concept, established above, that data gathered online need not incorporate the standard 
world player to generate sociologically important findings. It does not matter whether the 
character is operated by a number of different players, or whether one player has multiple 
characters, because the social value of one character remains the same and the social 
perceptions others have of that character and their organization does not change if the 
player in the standard world changes. Actions that affect the reputation of an organization 
are based on a character' s actions, rather than any knowledge of the player. 
Many studies have focused a lot on the player behind the character, however. 
Often, this is in studies which focused upon leadership structures and the qualities of 
guild leaders. One such study attempted to use standard world methodological tools, such 
as cognitive and personality measurements, in order to evaluate successful leadership in 
online interaction. The study found, however, that these standard world tools were not 
able to correctly analyze online interaction (Kelly, Davis, Nelson, & Mendoza, 2008, p. 
2382). The incompatibility of the standard world tools with virtual world subjects shows 
the need to develop online-only resources with which to evaluate online interactions. The 
context of virtual interaction is sufficiently different that it requires new methods of 
study. It is critical to do so, because the virtual world contexts are becoming more 
relevant. Byron Reeves, Thomas W. Malone and Tony O'Driscoll argue that these games 
are an online lab which provides a "preview of tomorrow' s leadership" (2008, p. 60). 
Even though the online world is significantly different from the standard world, the 
qualities of leadership remain important in both worlds. With the standard world shifting 
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culturally and economically to incorporate and utilize the internet, the aspects of online 
leadership will only become more sociologically relevant. The call for further research 
into the online world is strong, and the need for proper methodological tools in order to 
accomplish this is an important part of being able to meet this call. 
Studies done by psychologists have also entered into the virtual world, and have 
looked at a variety of human functions in that context. Just like sociological studies, 
psychologists have fmmd the online world to require a different set of tools and 
understanding to be able to generate data. One large area of psychological studies online 
consists of analyses of the concept of "problematic gaming" and other addictive qualities 
of electronic or virtual worlds (Ferguson, Coulson, & Barnett, 2011). Due to a focus by 
media and political groups, there is something of a moral panic about children and 
adolescents becoming addicted to interactions through electronics and virtual worlds. 
After performing a meta-analysis of the different studies that approached the subject, 
however, there was a clear reason to be cautious. The studies done on these adolescents 
were methodologically inconsistent: every form of measurement used ended up getting a 
statistically significant difference in result and did not concretely show a single result 
(Ferguson, Coulson, & Barnett, pp. 1576-1577). This shows that establishing a strong and 
consistent methodological approach to the online world is an important step in order to be 
able to use the data to propose policy or to expand social theory. 
Much like sociological and anthropological studies, psychological research has 
approached a great diversity of topics through online research, not just pathological use 
of online resources. These areas of study have spread in different directions for many of 
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the same reasons as in the sociological field. These developments need to be approached 
with the same level of caution that was noted in the previous studies, however, because 
the results of entering the virtual world haven't been entirely successful. A different 
meta-analysis study done by Jane Barnett and Mark Coulson (2010) found that 
researchers approaching the virtual world need to account for a new realm of research 
subject, because the studies done using standard world methodologies do not get the same 
quality of results (p. 177). These studies are consistently noticing a two-fold outcome in 
studies about the online world. First, it is an extremely significant area and one that offers 
a population that is both easy to reach and socially relevant. On the other hand, use of 
standard world implements and methodological approaches simply does not relate 
directly to studies of the virtual, and any attempts to do so will lead to less valuable data. 
As has been established, many sociologically interesting fields have been 
explored in the virtual world, but one that has not been studied fully is the systems of 
social control that take place online. As seen with online guilds and organizations, there 
is a high level of complexity in social interaction online, and yet these organizations are 
sustained and in fact are often very hierarchical. Often, studies that focus on methods 
which study social control note stigmatization that takes place. In one "Garfinkeling" 
experiment, the reactions of players to the researcher breaking the social norms of a 
combat area were noted through broadcast messages and those posted on the game's 
forums (Myers, 2008, p. 11 ). These messages tended to go from a request to a demand, 
and finally to insults of the player of the character as being morally lacking. It will be 
noted later that the categorization of individuals as amoral people is an important system 
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of limiting social action online. Public outcry against actions, as seen with some of the 
earliest MMO-related research, is a consistent event in the online world. A similar 
outrage occurred over the sense that there was an over-abundance of individuals selling 
virtual gold for standard world currency, known as gold farming. Protests online took 
place in game forums, the game itself, and even in Y ouTube videos about the issue 
(Nakamura, 2009). Clearly, there is social action that occurs online with the intent of 
controlling others ' action. These responses, however, are to unique circumstances, and as 
noted by Goffman and Garfinkel, the issues of import for sociological understanding take 
place in the common, everyday interactions. As such, there is a need for a more thoro?gh 
qualitative research methodology to study social control in the online world. 
Studying the Individual Online 
As established in previous studies, in order to get useful data out of research on 
the online world, the differences between the virtual and the standard worlds need to be 
understood, and research methods need to be adopted to fit these differences. One key 
element that is critically different in the virtual realm is how important anonymity is to 
the online individual. Privacy and anonymity online are very important factors for policy 
making in regards to the internet, where privacy is one of the key aspects of online life 
that needs to be defended (Oravec, 2003, p. 12). As such, both corporations and 
lawmakers have to be very cautious about protecting online individuals and their 
identities. Certain social movements online have even adopted an "anonymous" 
symbolism for their identity, showing the centrality of the concept to the online world. 
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This anonymity is significant in terms of research in two ways. First, online 
participants may be unwilling to share certain details of their personal lives, as they may 
be hiding a specific aspect of their standard world lives from the entire online world, 
including the researcher. Secondly, the researcher himself will be limited in his ability to 
present himself as such, and for ethical reasons, will need to take extra steps in the 
process ofhis research to make sure pmiicipants are aware of his status. 
The nature of anonymous identity online leads to some other interesting aspects 
that arise during observation of individuals there. All sorts of people are able to log onto 
characters into the vi1iual world and take on identities fm· different from that in their 
standard lives. While some uses of this may actually be therapeutic to people with 
disabilities, as they are able to socialize more normally, it also offers the opportunity for 
all people to experience "identity tourism" (Nakamura, 2001). For Nakamura, this is a 
way in which individuals take on the identity of someone who is different from 
themselves in order to experience a different perspective on their social world. 
While important for socio-psychological and potentially therapy reasons, the 
ability for people to play with identity is also important for the researcher of online 
worlds. It is not only garners that play with their identity. Even in Facebook, used by 845 
million individuals worldwide and requiring standard-world information on these users, 
people modify their visible identity. They present specific information to establish their 
"hoped for selves" in their social circles online (Zhao, Grasmuk, & Martin, 2008, p. 
1832). Because the online world allows individuals to create and present their identity, 
they very often do just that and present themselves in a way that they deem more 
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positive. Due to their ability to take on identities and act differently than they would in 
the standard world, individuals cannot be studied directly through systems that were 
developed for the standard world. Additionally, however, the standard world data might 
just end up giving false findings, in that reasons for an action might be attributed to 
offline contexts, when these did not in any way affect the action itself. 
There have been several recent developments for constructing systems with which 
to study the online individual, and each approaches the topic through a slightly different 
approach. As discussed previously, many of these approaches come from the direction of 
trying to piece together an image of the player behind the character by gathering a series 
of related data from multiple sources. One such method was used in Spain, where a 
collection of offline and online techniques were linked in order to study individuals and 
their use of online technologies (Beneito-Montagut, 2011, p. 726). By gathering a whole 
set of data on the individual, including logs, interviews, observational data and diaries, 
the study managed to get an extremely detailed reading for how an individual uses 
technology and communicates online. At the same time, however, this methodology was 
limited in size due to the complexity of such a multi -directional approach. The study was 
only able to pursue six individuals, and because of the differences between them, the 
researcher was not able to get much generalizable information. 
For their studies, Ducheneaut, Yee and Bellotti put together a system for studying 
online behavior through a "social dashboard" (20 10, p. 140). This dashboard used 
constantly-gathered data of the number of players, guild sizes and distribution on a server 
(a division in the game that houses a certain number of players, separate from other 
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players on other servers). This information was consolidated daily to observe large-scale 
events like the dissolution of a guild, and was followed up with interviews in order to get 
a grasp of what was the cause of the event. The amount of data that was created 
consistently through this search causes a data deluge (Ducheneaut, Y ee, & Bellotti, p. 
142) that required more methodological tools in order to process, for instance by pre-
processing through a heuristic. It is clear that certain methodologies are being developed 
in order to get a sense of what individuals are doing in the virtual worlds, and they are 
helping expand the research in their fields. They do not, however, have a way to observe 
organizations and social control mechanisms at work online. In order to do such a thing, 
it would be necessary to do something akin to an extensive ethnography of online 
interaction that rests exclusively in the online realm. 
There exists a method through which it is possible to observe the virtual world 
and get valuable qualitative data. An extensive ethnography that took into account social 
actions as they are performed by the virtual characters themselves using participant 
observation and interviews would accomplish this. By adapting this standard world 
methodological tool to approach the online world as its own culture, it is possible to 
avoid some of the pitfalls seen in previous studies. One such extensive ethnography was 
done recently for the game Second Life by anthropologist Tom Boellstorff. Boellstorff 
"lived" in the virtual world and gathered data on the individuals there in the context of 
the world they inhabited. By gathering chat logs and other information from his 
experiences, he was able to gather a wealth of data (2008, p. 75). Rather than being 
limited by not observing the standard world individual, Boellstorff used the viliual 
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character as a character that has agency and performs social action (p. 148). Because he is 
able to see each character as agent, his research was able to gather valuable data on 
culture in the virtual world of Second Life. The fact that this research successfully 
achieved the goals of the anthropological study shows that studies of the online world can 
be effective without needing to depend on complexity or standard-world cmmections. 
Instead, they need only be thorough examinations of the context of virtual space. 
Boellstorff has shown that online-only etlmographies are effective in gathering 
information on culture online, but this particular research method is best suited for 
understanding culture, rather than social control and organizations. In order to 
accomplish this certain changes need to be w1dertaken in the analysis stage of the project. 
First, as established previously, there is a need to focus on the meanings and symbols that 
are used in interactions in order to work within the symbolic interactionist framework. 
Without being able to observe face-to-face interaction through a Goffmanian method, the 
individual ' s conceptual meanings need to be infetTed from language. Thankfully, online 
worlds, especially MMO games, rely heavily on textual means of communication. This 
use of text also helps the research, as cyberethnographies have "one fewer lens of 
distortion because the text is the interaction that is recorded verbatim as data" (Robinson 
& Shulz, 2009, p. 691). The direct observation of interaction in chat logs does not 
encounter any of the possible mistranslations or misunderstandings of a transcribed 
recording or field notes. By having access to a rich supply of textual data, a study of the 
social world is able to generate rich and valuable data on the individual and his social 
context. How can this data, then, be analyzed in such a way as to analyze the use of 
22 
language, meanmgs, and symbols that are such a large part of standard world 
interactions? 
The Nature of Social Phenomena 
The use of text as a means of communication is central to the study of the virtual 
world. What needs to occur with these data, however, is the development of theory to 
expand the sociological understanding we have of the world. The tool with which the 
sociological data is analyzed is then critical in establishing an effective methodology of 
online world studies. In order to find the best method of analyzing these data, we will 
analyze the directions sociological theory has taken in regards to observing social 
phenomena. 
In order to establish a good method of studying the actions of players in MMO 
games, it is first important to establish the way in which the social world is created and 
shared online. Interaction online is significantly different from anything encountered in 
the standard world for a few critical reasons. First, visual cues for interaction are non-
existent online. In many situations conversations can take place during which even the 
characters do not see each other, speaking through infinitely-ranged "tells" (messages to 
other players that operate much as instant message systems) . Second, even audio cues to 
establish meaning are limited. Some groups require voice communications for large-scale 
activities such as raids, but in most interactions textual communication is the only form 
available to the player, and indeed the addition of voice to these games is generally 
considered dangerous to the community (Boellstorff, 2008, p. 114). Some players feel 
that the sense of community that was built on in-game text would be shattered with the 
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addition of voice technology and would make it easier to ostracize players that have 
disabilities, as voice communication requires faster responses than that in text. The 
centrality of text communication is clearly a key aspect ofMMO social life. 
One additional difficulty that can arise in the study of virtual worlds is the use of 
many different languages. Players of MMO games can come from all different patis of 
the world, and even not be able to speak the same languages but still interact. In the gmne 
EVE Online, for instance, where there is only one server for three hundred thousand 
players, certain player-run orgm1izations are formed based on language, and 
communications between players can at times be limited if there is not a shared 
proficiency of language. For the players, this is not a problem, but for the researcher that 
approaches these orgatlizations, the possibility of meanings being lost due to language 
barriers is something that needs to be considered. This is particularly important in online 
communication, where messages are short, and so a lot of meaning in the interactions 
takes the form of assumed meaning, lem·ned through a ritual use of language. The use of 
symbolic expression, regm·dless of lat1guage, shows that an analysis of interaction of the 
online world needs to make the study of symbolic meaning central to its methodology. 
Since communication is the conveyance of meaning between two people, one 
important aspect of understanding interaction is to understand how meaning is processed. 
Understanding the connection between meaning and thought allows for the study of how 
individuals can express meanings to others, and additionally allows for a study of how 
this expression can be controlled. In his lectures, Ludwig Wittgenstein established in his 
philosophy that the true nature of language resides in its use, rather than in any 
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abstraction (1958, p. 43). This means that rather than trying to take the meaning of words 
as they are defined, the meanings of statements made by individuals need to be analyzed 
only in the context of what they are saying. In order to study interaction online, then, the 
research must be focused on the experience of the virtual character and how language is 
used, rather than what language is used. This distinction helps establish the direction of 
study away from a positivist approach and instead sends us back in the direction of 
Goffman and Garfinkel. 
One important concept for being able to analyze online interaction is to be able to 
study the meaning of short declarations. Most interactions online are very short, and 
typed messages during major encounters (the types of which organized groups would be 
undertaking) will be even briefer. The meanings that these short cries have, then, are 
sociologically significant for being able to analyze the online interactions. Erving 
Goffman looks at these forms of exclamations when he observes response cries such as 
"oops" and looks at their meaning in a larger conversational context (1978, p. 801). 
These cries express a large amount of information. A person who trips, for instance, can 
explain that this mistake is not part of her nature, that it was a surprise, and by doing this 
she defends face in the social context. All of this infonnation is placed into a single 
syllable, and such information is central to the online garners' experience. Goffman also 
argues that these types of communication are linguistically important because they 
establish a large amount of meaning within the context of the conversational domain (p. 
814 ). This means that it is an important part of the sociologist ' s role in studying online 
interaction to understand what the meanings of words are through the context of the 
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interaction. If a single syllable can contain extensive amounts of meaning, it means that 
studies of online communication need to focus on understanding all the meanings that are 
shared in the interactional sphere of online worlds. 
As mentioned previously, one approach to understanding how meaning is shared 
amongst individuals is through etlmomethodology. The ability for meaning to be 
expressed to someone else requires a whole indexical language to be available and known 
to the individuals (Garfinkel, 1967). This is what allows for the smooth operation of 
conversational interactions to occur without there being consistent breaches of the social 
order. This same indexical language is an important avenue through which one's ability 
to define their identity is maintained. What an ethnomethodological approach allows for 
is an analysis of how accounts are created in the virtual world, and similarly, of how they 
are presented. By taking the research strategies that have been formed around performing 
ethnographic studies online and applying ethnomethodology to them, an analysis of these 
meanings may be performed more effectively. 
It is highly likely that some of the most valuable data gathered in an online world 
would consist of conversations. Much like any recorded conversation, there will be rules 
and structures that these conversations follow. Additionally, there will be an effort to 
express meaning through words or action, and these will be interpreted by the other party. 
This is the very scenario that Harvey Sacks started observing when developing his 
methods for conversation analysis, although the medium he was using was the telephone 
rather than the computer (1989). By analyzing transcripts of phone conversations in depth 
and in the context of the conversations, Sacks observes the way in which meaning is 
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conveyed. Even when the meaning is clear right away, individuals will use such devices 
as "correction invitation devices" in order to ensure that meaning is effectively conveyed 
and the communication can continue smoothly (p. 24 7). The method of analyzing the 
segments of conversation in order to glean their usefulness in conversation is an 
important aspect of any study aiming to observe conversation in the online world. 
Because meaning is trapped in such short bursts of text, being able to understand how the 
parts of virtual speech come together to express an idea will be an important first step for 
any full study of online worlds. 
Another aspect of this ethnomethodological study is to focus specifically on the 
way in which identity features are maintained online. Again, because text communication 
is the primary means of establishing an identity aside from the avatar, tools to analyze 
identity formation need to analyze the use of language. Sacks approached this idea as 
well in his analysis. He observed "inference-rich" membership categories being used, 
meaning that individuals were placing a set of features onto a single object through 
connection to other members that exist in that category (Sacks, 1989, p. 273). This 
method of attributing features through a connection to other members of a specific 
category is a socially conditioned way for individuals to be able to express a lot of 
meaning through relatively short bursts of communication. 
This type of language use is very commonly observed online. Players are able to 
very quickly categorize people in online games. Partially because many other players 
present a potential threat in game contexts, there is a need to quickly evaluate others, so 
attributions such as "noob," for noobie, or new player, as opposed to a potential griefer, 
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are a common way to place other players into an understandable context for others to deal 
with (Boelstorff, 2008, p. 123). The ability to infer qualities of an individual is a critical 
way to successfully navigate conversation in any context, but seems to be integral to the 
online player's experience. When encountered with griefing behavior, for instance, many 
players very quickly infer qualities (such as age and immaturity) of the other players to 
explain the reason behind offending actions (Lin & Chuen-Tsai, 2005). The nature of 
social phenomena, then, is appreciably reliant on the social environment in which it 
occurs, and at the same time is extremely context-dependent on meaning to be assigned 
to it. 
The connection between context and the categories being observed by 
ethnomethodologists is a large part of the perspective. There needs to be a very close 
connection to context, because the categories are generated from within a social 
environment, and without understanding it, no category can infer any meaning besides 
that that is immediately within the spoken word. A social action cannot have "categories 
in context, but rather categories-in-context. The context is not filled in, it is inseparable 
from the category in the first place" (Hester & Eglin, 1997, p. 26). By connecting the 
category specifically to the context in which it is used, a path is determined for the 
researcher to follow. By existing within the social environment as an observer, the 
underlying pattems in conversation will be seen in context, and so the different 
categorization practices perfonned in the social space can be analyzed. 
Social phenomena online have another critical feature for successful 
communication. Social interactions require a series of cues to be shared amongst 
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individuals to show their mutual awareness of the social environment. In the standard 
world, awareness cues are very readily available and easy to access in any interaction. 
This makes an individual publically accountable. In the virtual world, however, due to the 
mediated nature of computer-assisted communication, many of these cues (such as 
facing, verbal asides, etc.) aren' t available. Because of this, when studying the virtual 
world, it was found that trying to adopt standard-world cues was not an effective strategy 
for the researcher, but instead the best way to determine accountability was to observe the 
virtual-world awareness cues expressed by the avatar of the player (Moore, Ducheneaut, 
& Nickell, 2007, p. 274). What this finding shows is that the social phenomena 
experienced online exists specifically within the online context. As such, a study of social 
interaction online is best handled through an online-only study of the interactions, rather 
than focusing on the standard-world aspects of the players of these online games. 
Organizations 
The study of social organization is a central feature in many sociological studies. 
For both qualitative and quantitative purposes, the organization is a place where behavior 
is formalized and standardized, and where it is possible to get insight into why a specific 
social phenomenon is occurring. As such a central arena of study, it seems important to 
focus attention during a vittual-world study on the organizations that exist and how they 
operate. This task becomes even more important, then, when the internet and other 
online-enabled devices have changed the nature of organized social action. "Smart mobs" 
of individuals can spark and create organizations for social movements in an instant, and 
information is exchanged through them at a stunning pace (Rheingold, 2002, p. 164). 
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This example of social action, considered atypical in the standard world, is the norm for 
groups that form in the virtual world. The study of groups and organizations online, then, 
is a way to get useful data on how these systems will work as more technology is 
regularly accessed by individuals in the standard world. 
Another interesting aspect of the online organization is the nature of cooperation 
and altruistic action that seems to take place there. As established before, anonymity is 
paramount online, but there are many projects that take place online that work through 
open-source, meaning that they can be edited by anyone and are released for free . One 
such open-source system is Wikipedia, which operates through user-submitted 
information, often without any formal recognition or reward for the user (Konieczny, 
2009). Wikipedia and other open source projects only function through the help of these 
individuals, and no specific motivational factor has been located, aside from the sense 
that individuals are seeking to perform a greater social good (Lakhani & Wolf, 2003, p. 
17). The current state of organizations that exist in the online world is not fully 
understood, then, and it is an important direction to go with sociological research. Of 
particular interests to the qualitative interactionist are the ways in which organizations 
communicate and share information, and the way in which they operate under stress. 
Such stressful situations can arise when groups are dissolved or when characters group 
together for large-scale goal-oriented game encounters, such as fighting enemies in a 
dungeon for better in-game equipment or for prestige. 
Quantitative observations of online organizations have been performed, for the 
reasons established above. One additional reason for this is that organizations serve as a 
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central aspect of social life in MMO. These organizations, usually called guilds, are 
formalized groups that tend to be created through official game channels. They serve a 
variety of different functions, some of which are necessary in order to be successful in the 
game world. Some players can get help from others without the use of formal guilds. 
Players will "form fleeting connections in the form of beneficial spells cast on a passerby, 
unsolicited help killing a difficult monster, and providing directions. Such actions are 
usually undertaken without any expectations on the part ofthe giver, forming a climate of 
general reciprocity" (Kavetsky, 2008). This sense of helpfulness in the online world is 
interesting for two reasons. First, it means that the state of anonymity does not stop 
individuals from assisting others online without any reward, but second, it means that 
individuals can achieve some goals without needing to rely on formalized organizations 
such as guilds (Nardi & Harris, 2006). This ability to achieve goals through informal 
networks can be seen to reflect standard world organizational behavior, where individuals 
can and do use information networks to avoid formalized organizations. 
In general, MMO games tend to have areas meant to encourage higher levels of 
interactivity. In Star Wars Galaxies, there were certain areas where constant social 
interaction was possible and sustained without the need for organized groups to keep 
social contact alive (Ducheneaut, Moore, & Nickell, 2007). Regardless, almost all players 
will operate within a guild, although the ability to change guilds tends to be an easy 
process. Depending on the game, optimal guild size can vary from 35 members to online 
corporations of thousands of players in the CCP game EVE Online (Ducheneaut, Y ee, 
Nickell, & Moore, 2007). The size of guilds is strongly affected by the game 
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environment, and shows that organizations online tend to be goal-oriented, at least in 
some way (Chen, Sun, & Hsieh, 2008). This is another example of how the online 
context has a huge impact on social life online, rather than a connection to standard world 
features ofthe individual. 
Online organizations have been a fixture in quantitative studies due to their 
centrality to the online experience, but qualitative studies have focused not on the guild 
itself, but rather on leaders. As noted, these organizations can be extremely large, and this 
can require a substantial commitment of leaders in order to successfully accomplish 
tasks. The time commitment required of a leader is something established in the 
literature. Different forms of organizations will affect how individuals interact with it and 
with their leaders. Fielding and Hogg also found, however, that the most significant 
factor in determining group cohesion is the ability for individuals to identify themselves 
with the leader, an aspect that reflects standard world group dynamics (1997). This 
finding is additionally interesting, however, because the online world causes such 
relationships to be harder to develop, due to the limited nature of digital communication. 
In what could be an attempt to create this cohesion and closeness, leaders tend to 
spend a very long time online. The average player of World of Warcraft plays around 22 
hours a week, with leaders giving a much more significant contribution (Y ee, 2006, p. 
18). These leaders had significant impacts on the very structure and purpose of the group. 
For example in the game Ultima Online, guilds are formed only by the leader, and all 
leadership functions are determined by him (Taxen, 2002, Guilds section para. 2-3). The 
importance of the guild leader as creator of the social organization as well as its entire 
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leadership structure explains why the singular individual was the primary object of study 
for most research to date. 
These studies on leadership have tended to take a similar path as studies of 
individuals online, focusing on standard world methods to study online interaction and 
have attempted to link different aspects of leadership and organizations to the online 
world. Much like the other attempts to bring standard world tools online, classic 
predictors of leadership have not carr-ied over into the online world effectively. One 
example of this is a study that found that due to a difficulty in linking achievement to 
action online, leadership and interaction between leaders and the organization becomes 
more complicated and requires more formalized systems to recognize achievement, such 
as "Dragon Kill Points" granted for participation and achievement (Kelly, Davis, Nelson, 
& Mendoza, 2008; Chen, Sun, Hsieh, 2008, p. 294). This necessary change in the way 
that leadership structures develop online suggests that there is a different world that is 
arising out of online interaction. In World of Warcraft, for instance, the role of leadership 
tends to be very fluid. Different members of a guild will take on leadership 
responsibilities for shmi lengths of time, after which they will give leadership to another 
individual (Reeves, Malone, & O'Driscoll, 2008, p. 63). One interesting outcome of this 
mobility in leadership is that very often the hierarchies in guilds online are seen as 
meritocracies by the guild members and the leaders themselves. The assumption in guilds 
is that the people that fit most into leadership positions are the ones that are accepted 
there and remain in the position (Chatfield, 2010, p. 99). The perception of leadership 
structures as being meritocracies is actually a phenomenon not seen in many standard 
33 
world organizations, and is another key difference of the online world. This inability to 
establish common predictors of leadership online means there is a gap in the literature on 
leadership through qualitative studies, and a methodology to accomplish this requires an 
observation of the leader in-context, entirely online, rather than trying to link specifically 
to the standard world. 
Despite the limitations noted for online studies of organizations and leadership, it 
is still an area that has received a good amount of research interest. Linked to the studies 
on leadership, the specific strategies for encouraging participation and cooperative play in 
guilds have been observed. One study found that leaders online were willing and able to 
allocate social rewards to those who perform duties that benefit the guild (Butler, 2002). 
The ability for a leader to assign rewards entirely within the social organization online 
suggests that the online social entity can exist entirely within the virtual context. There 
are a few similar analyses of incentive structures that are created for guilds, and they all 
take place entirely within the online context. These can include virtual currencies that are 
used exclusively within the guild, or the distribution of goods and items within the game 
based on the leader' s perception ofthe participation of the individual (Reeves, Malone, & 
O'Driscoll, 2008, p. 65). The ability of leaders to use these different strategies to 
encourage participation is important in order to have guilds function effectively and to 
have proper organization. 
Generally, organizations that are developed and run online take on a far more 
democratic structure than those that tend to exist in the standard world. The example of 
Wikipedia, for instance, shows that democratic systems of governance can and do take 
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place online (Konieczny, 2009). Given this democratic tendency, as well as the relative 
anonymity of the online world, it is interesting that most observed guilds end up having a 
single powerful leader, rather than a leadership council of some sort. More importantly, it 
does not necessarily follow that individuals would be willing to subject themselves to the 
leader's whim, and so social control would not be as effective online. What can be seen 
of guilds online to date, however, is that these organizations are operating as a way to 
control the social actions of individuals online. 
As seen above, there have been multiple observations of organizations in the 
online world. There have been quantitative studies of the operation and size of guilds 
online, and there have been some observations of how leaders come to be, organize, and 
operate their guilds. There have even been ethnographical accounts of how "community 
groups" organize and communicate in the game Second Life (Boellstorff, 2008, p. 184). 
The work of Boellstorff is of particular interest, as it rests its findings of organizational 
behavior entirely within the context of the online world, without connecting it to standard 
world features. 
These studies, however, have not done a thorough analysis of one of the most 
important social functions that are performed by organizations, which is the formalization 
and socialization of social control. Karl Weick notes that organizations have a huge 
impact upon an individual's sense-making capability, which even extends to their very 
identity through their context and operation within the organization (1995, p. 77). This 
socio-psychological analysis of organizations is particularly important, but it has not been 
studied much in the online world. The ability of formalized structures to affect a sense of 
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self is an important ethnomethodological consideration. Through the allotment of 
qualities to categories, and then the assignment of these categories, the individual can 
very quickly be relegated and seen through official channels in a very particular way 
(Jayyusi, 1984, p. 136). In the online realm, then, this should be a consistent social 
function of the guild, to assign identity to those within it. What, then, are the specific 
actions done to perform such a function? How are guild leaders and their organizations 
able to create systems of social control that can affect the experience and identities of 
players online? 
Social Control 
The individual actor exists within a much larger social context, and the way in 
which the social situation and context of interaction plays back onto the social actor is 
another important part of the social world that is analyzed through different approaches 
of sociological thought. Sociologists have been observing and analyzing the mechanisms 
of social control since the concept of socialization by Durkl1eim, and continue to do so 
within new contexts such as the online world. As seen before, however, many of the 
methodologies and ideas from standard world observation do not neatly translate to 
virtual world interactions. A few of these particular social control mechanisms will be 
evaluated to see if they are applicable to the online context. 
Durkheim's concept of socialization, for instance, does not seem to fit neatly with 
the peculiarities of the online world. Individuals certainly do carry aspects of their 
socialization with them, but in the relatively anonymous virtual world, it is not only easy, 
but in some cases necessary, for individuals to create their own identity. Durkheim would 
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consider the self-created individual as being a sign of failure on the part of the society. 
The fact that an individual can create his own image and his own social self would mean 
that either there are no social facts , and therefore no limitations or social control, or that 
they are not going to exist apart from the individual (1982, p. 45). The concept of 
socialization requires that all individuals be socialized. Durkheim makes it very clear that 
this is a key aspect of all individuals, and all societies. This process is something that lays 
within the individual and outside him, in the society. As such, it is a necessary thing and 
done without any willingness on the individual' s part (Durkheim, p. 71). The very act of 
going online, however, is a sign of willing membership and active participation in the 
process of socialization in the virtual world. Additionally, the strength of socialization 
cannot be as great online because there remains an ability for the individual to remove 
himself from the social context at any point, merely by exiting the game. Due to the 
unique nature of online interaction, socialization as a specific method of social control 
does not operate neatly in the virtual world. 
Another social control system is Bourdieu's concept of habitus. As a means of 
controlling action, it remains in the background, and is created through a series of social 
experiences, rather than any qualities inherent of the individual or in social interaction. 
Bourdieu was very specific about this, and he states that "relations are never, except in 
appearance, individual-to-individual relationships and . .. the truth of the interaction is 
never entirely contained in the interaction" (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 81 ). Because all 
interactions in the virtual world exist only online, it is impossible for it to always be 
moderated through the background details of habitus. It may well be possible that an 
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individual is able to, through hard work and careful action, far more effectively avoid or 
even change his habitus online than in the standard world. Due to the malleability of the 
online world, stemming from its virtual and fantastical nature, the individual is 
potentially able to make successful efforts to change his personality and speech patterns, 
if only for a short time. This ability, relatively unique to the context of the virtual world, 
means that Bourdieu's concept of habitus is another feature that cam1ot directly play into 
the online world. 
The function of discipline as a means of social control is another powerful 
sociological perspective, as established by Foucault. It is a means of getting individuals 
to monitor and restrict themselves based on a fear of power, due to society's ability to 
monitor them at all times. Discipline, then, is a form of social control that "presupposes a 
mechanism that coerces by means of observation" (1995, p. 170). This sense of constant 
monitoring is extremely important in the standard world, but it does not seem to apply 
well to online interactions. There are numerous cases where the availability of tools for 
protecting anonymity and allowing secret communication online has caused even 
oppressive power structures to fail to keep people under control. The ability to perfonn 
social action in a completely anonymous way means that methods of observation and 
control through discipline are not as effective. The anonymous nature of online 
interaction suggests that Foucault ' s perspective of discipline as social control does not 
readily fit into the virtual world. 
Another approach that needs to be considered is that of stigma. This concept 
stems out from Goffman' s dramaturgical perspective, where protection of one's image in 
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social interaction is a critical aspect of social life. A stigma is a socially-adopted label 
placed upon an individual that specifically restricts his or her ability to control their 
"face" or stage presence. Goffman refers to the concept of the master status of a 
stigmatized person being "type-case; he may have to play the stigmatized role in almost 
all of his social situations, making it natural to refer to him, as I have done, as a 
stigmatized person whose life-situation places him in opposition to normals" (1963b, p. 
138). The application of stigma is a powerful social event, with consequences for the 
individual beyond that of just a reaction to an action. As mentioned previously, the 
connection to a stigmatized role is capable of limiting how an individual is able to present 
himself, even online, and so would damage his front. With a stigma, "the resulting 
instabilities in interaction can have a very pervasive effect upon those accorded the 
stigmatized role" (Goffman, p. 138). As seen above, the dramaturgical view of social 
action is one that fits well with the online world, and it makes sense that stigmatization 
would be able to work in virtual space, as long as a stigma is successfully applied to an 
individual or a guild. Stigma, then, is one theoretical perspective of social control that 
may be able to work in the online sphere as well as the standard world. 
Stigmatization is cetiainly something that has occurred in the virtual world, and 
there have been a few studies that have looked at the stigmatization that occurs in MMO 
games. There are certain labels that are assigned players based on actions, with serious 
consequences for acting badly. For instance, in an older MMO game called Everquest, 
"there were such things as server reputations. If you got a bad rep as a ninja looter, or just 
as an all-around jerk, people knew your name, and there was a very real blacklist that you 
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would find yourself on that would keep you out of any reputable guild and most pickup 
groups" (Y ee, 2008, Smaller Worlds, para. 2). The penalties that others can place upon a 
player for not acting correctly can very much affect their play from then on, suggesting 
that the threat of stigmatization is something that can impact an individual's action, 
making it an effective means of social control. This has been observed in some online 
groups as well. There is a "stigma attached to buying a high level character" because it 
can "often result in a high level character who ' s utterly clueless on how to play" (Grundy, 
2008, p. 5). The act of purchasing a character is something that can save many hours of 
work within the game, but by skipping the step of playing, there is a lack of practice in 
the game which would make the player better at accomplishing goals online. The implied 
qualities of a player who has been marked as an "account-buyer" comes to be significant 
for that player when his social action is restricted due to stigmatization. The connection 
here to categorization analysis should also be noted, where the qualities that are attributed 
to a category become placed upon a member of that category, whether they necessarily 
apply to them or not. 
Stigmatization can also be seen to serve other functions for social groups in MMO 
games. One particular use of stigmatization in the past has been to attack certain actions. 
By marking someone as deviant, protests and group outrage about certain topics can 
lower community stress and reduce internal conflict for a group (Victor, 1993, p. 67). The 
ability to assign labels to others places upon them categories that are laden with greater 
meanings. This can be seen in particular in the stigmas associated with real money traders 
and people marked as "Chinese farmers" in MMOs. Individuals that would be working 
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within the game to generate money through sale of virtual goods were very often 
attacked, outside and inside the game (Nakamura, 2009). The attribution of labels to 
individuals online, along with any meanings attributed to those categories, is another 
example of how important analyzing these features of online interaction is. This view of 
stigma takes a lot from symbolic interactionism, because it relies on the reactions of 
others to establish the social control mechanism. 
This theoretical view of social control also stems from social reaction theory. This 
theory argued that deviance was merely that which is marked as deviant by the reactions 
of those around the individual or group so labeled. Therefore, the deviance is "not a 
quality that lies in behavior itself, but in the interaction between the person who commits 
an act and those who respond to it" (Becker, 1963, p. 93). Indeed, in the online world, it 
is exactly the reaction of others that makes the stigma of ninja looter so dangerous. By 
potentially being restricted from partaking in group activities, or through being removed 
from a guild because of a bad reputation, individuals with stigma will find themselves in 
a difficult place relative to other players in MMO games. 
The way in which stigmatization operates in the online world shows that social 
control methods definitely do exist. At the same time, however, this system takes on a far 
weaker form than seen in the standard world. The social actor who acts in such a way as 
to get sanctioned online has ways to avoid the punishments. The social world is not set 
for the individual online, even though the "phenomena have the capacity to become 
structured" (Ritzer, 2003, pp. 390-391). As such, the individual is able to modify his 
social situation in both the standard world and the virtual world in order to change his 
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situation. One way this is done is by "passing." Even though stigma "can have a very 
pervasive effect upon those accorded the stigmatized role" (Goffman, 1963b, p. 138), 
they can work to remove or to hide their stigma in an interaction. This mechanism of 
passing becomes more viable in the online world, where individuals are capable of 
generating their own face, or even putting on the face of a normative individual. As seen 
before, categories specifically can be attributed stigmatized features. In such a case, 
another way for an individual to try to alleviate the stigmatization is to apply modifiers to 
the category. An individual can explain that "I'm 48, but I look and feel younger" (Sacks, 
1989, p. 276). This modifier to the otherwise negative category of "older person" allows 
an individual to show themselves to be different than the stigmatized category would 
suggest. In the online world, where most interactions occur through text communications, 
this is something that most individuals are capable of doing on a regular basis. The online 
world, because of its relative openness to identity change, needs to be studied through a 
method that is able to take into account all the details of this stigma-oriented system of 
social control. 
The nature of life in the online world, despite all its unique aspects, still relies on 
language to act as the resource through which interactions become intelligible. The use of 
textual means of communication means that social control needs to be done through 
interaction systems that are limited in practice, as was discussed in sections above. Social 
control can take the form of being able to restrict one's membership to certain categories 
or by placing them into other categories through ritualized speech. This speech is capable 
of "drawing the boundaries of rational membership through the use of a standard of moral 
42 
membership" (Jayyusi, 1984, p. 183). Categorizations, then, act as the central identifying 
feature of social control methods that operate in the online world, and as such need to be 
the focus of any study with social control as its focus. Categorization analysis, and 
ethnomethodology in a more general sense, is an effective an important way to perform a 
study of organizations and social control through observation of online-only social 
actions. 
An Ethnomethodological Study of the Online World 
The online world is a social place that is in many ways different from what most 
people will experience in the standard world. Numerous studies that have attempted to 
directly apply concepts and methods from the standard to the virtual world have found 
difficulties and blocks because of this. How to successfully observe and analyze the 
social world of the online MMO player? There are a few requirements that seem to be 
critical to the task. First, a study of the online world needs to be rooted entirely in the 
experience of the character online, without necessarily linking to the player that exists in 
the standard world. Secondly, analysis needs to be firmly grounded in the data in order to 
be able to generate theory in a way that expands sociological knowledge. Finally, 
analysis needs to reset on the meanings and symbols that occur in the interaction online. 
In this section these aspects of a study will be considered and evaluated. 
The online world allows for a series of disconnects between the player of a game, 
and the character that interacts with others within it. These disconnects need to be 
accounted for in order to properly observe the social contexts within which these 
characters exist. By studying individuals exclusively within the virtual world, potential 
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problems such as individuals playing multiple characters, or, inversely, multiple 
individuals co-owning a character, can be exchanged for a richness that is taken from 
knowing that each character operates with the other characters in the game in an 
individualized, socially relevant way (Boellstorff, 2008, p. 28). By changing the subject 
of the study from the player towards the character, meaningful interaction becomes the 
object of focus, which is what allows these studies to generate an analysis of social 
action. In order to move away from a quantitative or psychological analysis of the 
garners, a focus exclusively on the in-game interactions of individual characters is an 
important step. 
When studying the online world, it is also extremely critical to keep grounded 
within the data before reaching any analytical stages or conclusions. The goal with this 
approach would be to gather rich data and sample theoretically as the experiences in the 
online world reveal useful points. This study would continue until the point of saturation 
is reached, and proper categories established (Charmaz, 2006, p. 1 00). By following an 
open format that is centered on achieving theoretical insight, the relatively closed and 
complicated lives of individuals could be studied through the analytical ability to refocus 
the study based on data during the gathering process and constant evaluation. Studies of 
online interaction research methods have found that "the methodology has to be 
designed, re-designed and derived as the research process unfolds, informing the data 
iteratively" (Beneito-Montagut, 2001, p. 731). In order to properly study the online world 
it needs to be possible to evaluate the method during the study, otherwise the rapidly 
changing nature of online interaction will not be truly studied. Due to the open nature of 
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interaction in the online world, a grounded theory approach that rests entirely within the 
online world is a central aspect for studying it. 
The type of study that can be undertaken online is also limited by the nature of the 
medium. Positivist approaches and quantitative methods, as can be seen above, do not 
successfully cover the whole range of social life that is experienced by individuals either 
online or in the standard world. Since this study is so context-driven, it needs to rely on 
ethnography to get a true sense of the social world which is experienced by the 
inhabitants. 
Getting observations ofthe virtual world can be difficult, however, because these 
MMO games are by definition a closed space. Additionally, as established before, 
individuals online can be very cautious, in part due to the history of media representation 
of garners. As such, it would be necessary to perform this ethnography as an insider 
participant (Lofland, Snow, Anderson, & Lofland, 2006, p. 41 ). By actively participating 
in the online and guild events while observing, it is possible to build rapport. The use of 
ethnographic tools to generate the necessary data on interactions and social structures for 
further analysis of the online world is an important first step to being able to study it. 
In order to get the full context of virtual life, it becomes necessary to share the 
experiences of the individuals in the study while gathering the data for the 
ethnomethodological analysis, which can bring up potential ethics concerns . While an 
online ethnography does have fewer ethical concerns than, for instance, a study of HIV-
positive gay teenagers, reputation is important in the virtual world so care needs to be 
take so that no characters or players are harmed through the course of an online 
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ethnography (Boellstorff, 2008, p. 80). It bears remembering that this virtual world has 
real implications for the lives of the participants and careful use of standard procedures to 
protect anonymity should be used. By observing the social lives of the subjects of this 
study, the context, which has been shown to be so critical to the online experience, can be 
fully observed. 
One other aspect of the online world is the limitations that the medium places 
upon methods of communication. It was shown previously that while certain voice 
technologies have come to be used for communication in virtual worlds, in particular for 
guilds attempting difficult tasks in-game, the most typical method of communication 
remains communication through text. A study of the virtual world, then, would have to be 
able to analyze the use of symbols and meanings within textual data. 
To begin, the data would have to be placed into a format that allows for an 
analysis of the rules of conversation that occur in speech, much as Sacks did in setting up 
his transcripts (1989, p. 40). The value of the study and the data collected within it comes 
from the ability to analyze the order and conceptualizations that are used in interactions, 
and being able to grasp at the meanings that rest behind them. Given that some 
meaningful interactions will take the form of recorded voice communications or even 
potentially videos posted online, it may also be possible to create analyzable narratives 
from these resources for analysis (Francis & Hart, 1997, p. 134). By reframing data 
sources that would otherwise not fit into the analysis forms for the study into a more 
narrative structure, it is possible to use a consistent analytical method for all the data that 
is gathered during the study period. In order to generate useful results from a study of the 
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online world, it becomes necessary to take into account all the different ways in which 
interactions occur online, and additionally ensure that all data, regardless of format, can 
be analyzed in a uniform way so that theory can be generated out of a complete gathering 
of data, generating a better picture of the online world. 
The process of analyzing speech for the purposes of this study would take the 
accounts that are used in interactions and to observe the different categorizations and 
meanings that are referenced in those accounts. These accounts would involve the text 
communications, but additionally any actions by the avatar that are processed through the 
game engine (such as waving), which also come through text format for other players 
(Moore, Ducheneaut, & Nickell, 2007, p. 298). Due to the nature of communication 
online, where time can be at a premium and all methods of communication can be 
significant for conveyance of meaning, observation of all the different communications of 
an individual is important for any study of the online world. All of these data should be 
analyzed for its categories and for how they relate to the experiences of the characters 
within the virtual world. The accounts would be analyzed through an 
etlmomethodological framework, and the interactions should be treated "as fragile 
material events that must be constantly maintained and performed, like selves" (Rawls, 
2003 , p. 246). By evaluating the social actions of individuals online through this 
framework, the meaning ofthese acts can be evaluated, and the categories can be grasped 
in the interaction. 
In the observation of the online world, the analysis of speech needs to rely on the 
categories and meanings that come together to convey social action through text-based 
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communication. This approach would be very similar to the symbolic interactionist 
perspective, due to the similarities that categorization analysis has with it. Hester and 
Eglin point out that the "outcome of category-bound strategic practices [is] construed as 
deriving from, say, demand characteristics of the social configuration in which they are 
located" (1997, p. 162). The link to symbolic interactionism is important due to the way 
in which the categories used in speech online affect identity, organizations, and social 
control, as was discussed earlier in this paper. A full study of social interaction in the 
virtual world needs to take account of all the different forms of communication that take 
place online, and to analyze it in a way that allows the flexibility to follow up on 
sociologically relevant tasks, in order to find theoretically important concepts that explain 
the operation of social interaction online. 
Conclusion 
The online sphere is one that is extremely rude, volatile, cynical, misleading, and 
potentially even dangerous. At the same time, however, it is extremely and increasingly 
relevant and important. We have attempted to study the effects of the internet upon 
individuals, and the way in which individuals use the tools the virtual world gives them to 
perform social action online. We have also looked at how organizations come to be 
formed and how and why individuals take on leadership positions without clear reward 
structures being in place for doing so. We have not yet, however, been able to really 
grasp at the way in which the virtual world is conceptualized by the individual, and how 
the social world truly operates for him when he encounters others online. 
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The purpose of this paper is to give the framework needed in order to gather data 
and analyze the social world as it exists for the specific actors online. By putting together 
a complete image of their time in the MMO world through ethnographic and 
ethnomethodological resources, it is possible to really get a sense of the context within 
which all online social interaction occurs. Within this context, it will be possible to grasp 
how individuals form their identity and what limitations they face. It will also be possible 
to get a sense of how organizations come to exist and what features they share with those 
in the standard world. Finally, it will be able to see how social control operates in the 
virtual world, and what lessons it is possible to take away from it for understanding the 
standard world and its many features of social control and vice versa. 
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The purpose of this paper is to give the framework needed in order to gather data 
and analyze the social world as it exists for the specific actors online. By putting together 
a complete image of their time in the MMO world through ethnographic and 
ethnomethodological resources, it is possible to really get a sense of the context within 
which all online social interaction occurs. Within this context, it will be possible to grasp 
how individuals form their identity and what limitations they face. It will also be possible 
to get a sense of how organizations come to exist and what features they share with those 
in the standard world. Finally, it will be able to see how social control operates in the 
virtual world, and what lessons it is possible to take away from it for understanding the 
standard world and its many features of social control and vice versa. 
